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Book C onservation a t Iowa
PAMELA SPITZMUELLER
T he b eg in n in g  of th e  C onservation  
Laboratory  a t the  U niversity  of Iow a Libraries is an  in te resting  
story. In  1984, Dale M. Bentz, th e n  U niversity  L ibrarian , a n d  
Kim M erker, D irector of the  UI C en te r for the  Book, jo ined  
forces to  b ring  W illiam  A n th o n y , a conserva to r a n d  b in d er in  
Chicago, to  Iow a to  estab lish  a book  conserva tion  lab a n d  
b ind ing  facility. H is p riva te  business  h a d  a lready  b een  conserv ­
ing  books from  the  John  M artin  Rare Book Room  of the  H ard in  
L ibrary for the  H ealth  Sciences. M r. A n th o n y  b ro u g h t one 
appren tice , w ith  the  idea  to n o t on ly  conserve Iow a 's  books b u t 
to tra in  book conservato rs as w ell. H e a n d  his staff conserved  
m any  im p o rtan t books in  the  L ibraries' collections, such  as 
H artm an  Schedel's 1493 Liber Chronicarum ("the N urem berg  
C hronicle") a n d  C harles D arw in 's  On the Origin of Species 
(1859). M r. A n th o n y  w as an  early  m em ber of th e  UI C en ter for 
the Book an d  deve loped  bookb ind ing  courses still tau g h t in  the  
U niversity 's  S a tu rday  an d  E vening  P rogram . A dditionally , lab 
staff u n d e r  M r. A n th o n y 's  superv ision  also b o u n d  lim ited  
ed itions for the  U n iversity 's  W indhover P ress in  th e  E nglish  
D epartm en t. M r. A n th o n y 's  un tim ely  d e a th  in  1989 w as a g rea t 
blow  to the  p rog ram , b u t it con tinues to  flourish  because  of the  
strong  fo u n d atio n  h e  bu ilt a n d  the  u rg e n t n e e d  for book  
conservation  th a t all m ajor libraries an d  th e ir ag ing  collections 
no w  face.
The m ission  of the  C onservation  L aboratory  is tw ofold . The 
rare a n d  special lib rary  m ateria ls w h o se  n a tu re  a n d  age often  
m ake th em  in n e e d  of trea tm en t are the  "p a tie n ts"  in  th is lab. 
O ur goal is to  repair, p ro tec t, a n d  m ake accessible th ese  rare 
an d  som etim es fragile books to cu rren t s tu d e n ts , faculty , an d  
scholars as w ell as th e ir fu tu re  co u n te rp arts . A  second  m ission ,
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w hich also reaches in to  the  fu tu re , is the  tra in ing  of h ighly  
m otivated  p eop le  to  becom e rare  book  conservato rs. D iverse 
k n ow ledge  a n d  skills are req u ired  to  conserve rare  b o o k s— 
b o o kb ind ing  h a n d  skills, an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the  h isto ry  of 
books an d  book  s tru c tu res , a know ledge  of book  m aterials and  
the ir chem istry , a n d  the  n a tu re  of de te rio ra tion  of organic 
m aterials. A tra in in g  term  of fou r years  of full-tim e on-the-job 
w ork  a n d  s tu d y  h a s  p ro v ed  to  be effective a t the  lab. So far four 
ind iv iduals  have  served  ap p ren ticesh ip s  a n d  there  are  cur­
ren tly  tw o  app ren tices. U p d a tin g  of know ledge, practice of 
skills, a n d  lea rn ing  of n ew  techn iques is a life-long obligation 
for a conservato r. T h o u g h  the  field of book  conservation  is 
you n g , it h as  ch an g ed  d ram atically  even  since th is au th o r 
s ta rted  conserva tion  w ork  in  1975.
Staff of the Conservation Studio: Cynthea Suedkamp, Joel Spector, and 
Pamela Spitzmueller.
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T hough  w e no w  
look in to  an  era  of 
electronic in fo rm ation  
a n d  the  concep t of 
" book"  is chang ing  
from  a codex struc tu re  
m ade  from  p ap e r, ou r 
h isto ry  a n d  heritage 
are  en tw in ed  in  these  
b u n d les  of cellulose fi­
bers. But it is o ften  the  
case th a t scholars an d  
s tu d e n ts , exhibitors 
a n d  p u b lish e rs  w an t, 
a n d  som etim es m ust, 
see " th e  o rig inal."  
This is w h ere  the  con­
serva to r m u st com e 
u p  w ith  so lu tions to 
p rob lem s th a t m ost 
peop le  n ev er have  to 
th in k  abou t. W hat do 
you  do  to  a book so em brittled  it falls a p a rt w h e n  it is hand led?  
O r a d u s ty  d ocum en t full of tape  a n d  w rinkles?  W hat if it has 
m old or insect dam age, o r has g o tten  w et from  a leak ing  pipe? 
W hat if the  lea ther sp ine  is cracked in  tw o  o r the  cover has 
fallen off? W hat is possib le  a n d  w h a t is cost effective are n o t 
alw ays the  sam e. W hat are  the  eth ics of rep lacing  a b roken  
b ind ing  struc tu re  v ersu s repa iring  the  original?
A day  in  the  C onservation  L aboratory  is a lw ays varied  an d  
in teresting . C urren tly  th ere  are several p ro jects u n d e rw ay . 
Tw enty-five handco lo red  copies of a W indhover P ress lim ited  
ed ition  of H .D .'s  Within the Walls are be ing  b o u n d . The special 
b ind ing  is black o ne-quarte r lea th er sp ine  a n d  p aste  p a p e r  sides 
w ith  w indow s cu t o u t to reveal the  title a n d  one of the  
illustrations in  a " sew n -b o ard "  sty le of b ind ing . Staff are 
conducting  a cond ition  su rvey  of th e  John  M artin  Rare Book
Book press in the Conservation Lab.
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R oom  in  w h ich  each  book  is exam ined  a n d  its b in d in g  style an d  
cond ition  n o ted  in  a co m p u te r d a ta  base. This w ill allow  for 
s tream lined  trea tm en ts  in  th e  fu tu re  since a n u m b er of books 
w ith  the  sam e p rob lem  can  be located  easily a n d  repa ired  at the 
sam e tim e. The resu ltin g  repe tition  of trea tm en t by  the  a p p re n ­
tices gives th em  the  necessary  practice to  fully learn  the  skills 
invo lved  a n d  see varia tions for a single techn ique. Exhibition 
p rep a ra tio n  is an  ongo ing  responsib ility  of the  lab. Book cradles 
a n d  o th e r special su p p o rts  m u st be m ade to  p ro tec t library 
m ateria ls d u rin g  the  five to  six exhibitions m o u n ted  annually  in 
the  M ain  L ibrary 's n o rth  lobby exhibition  space. T reatm ents 
m ay  also have  to  be pe rfo rm ed  on  soiled, to rn , or dam aged  
item s before  th ey  can be show n . A n  upcom ing  F u tu ris t M ove­
m en t S how  at th e  U n iversity 's  M useum  of A rt will include a 
n u m b er of brittle  Italian  books an d  p am p h le ts  of the  early 
tw en tie th  cen tu ry  from  the  L ibraries' Special Collections De­
p a rtm en t. T hese w ill be exam ined  an d  repa ired  before the 
exhibition. W illiam  H arv ey 's  very  special book De M otu Cordis, 
p re se n ted  to  the  Rare Book Room  of the  H ard in  L ibrary for the 
H ealth  Sciences by  Dr. John  M artin , will also be trea ted  this 
year. This sm all vo lum e, p riva tely  p rin te d  in  G erm any  in  1628, 
is the  first d iscussion  of the  h ea rt as th e  o rgan  responsib le  for 
the  circulation of the  b lood. Few er th an  sixty copies of this 
lan d m ark  book  have  su rv ived . U ncharacteristic  of the tim e 
p e rio d  a n d  u n fo rtu n a te  for u s , the  cond ition  of the  p ap e r of our 
copy is very  po o r as it is extrem ely  brittle  a n d  an  alm ost 
chocolate b ro w n  color. This book will requ ire  a full trea tm en t 
in c lud ing  w ritten  a n d  p h o to g rap h ic  docum en ta tion , d isb ind ­
ing , w ash in g , sizing, m en d in g , resew ing , repa ir of the  original 
cover, a n d  rea ttach m en t of text to  cover. The g rea test difficulty 
will be the  in te rn a l s tre n g th e n in g  a n d  m en d in g  of the  paper. 
Som e experim en tal m en d in g  tissues, n o t com m ercially avail­
able, have  b een  m ade  in  collaboration  w ith  T im othy Barrett, 
A ssociate R esearch Scientist a n d  D irector of P aperm ak ing  at 
the  O akdale  C am pus, a b ran ch  of the  C en ter for the  Book. It is
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol60/iss1
29
h o p ed  these  tissues can  be u se d  to  rep a ir  the  fragile p ages  of 
the  H arvey  volum e. The book  w ill be on  d isp lay  w h e n  the  
trea tm en t is com pleted .
A n o th er aspect of the  C onservation  L aborato ry  in  the  U ni­
versity  com m unity  is the  teach ing  of bookb ind ing  classes in  the  
S atu rday  a n d  E vening  P rogram . Each sem ester, n e w  a n d  
re tu rn in g  s tu d e n ts  s tu d y  the  craft of h a n d  bookb ind ing . Be­
cause of the  n eed  for specialized  eq u ip m en t, the  classes are 
tau g h t in  th e  lab. S tu d en ts  learn  ab o u t h a n d lin g  p ap e r, folding, 
sew ing, g lu ing, an d  covering. A  collection of h istorical b in d in g  
m odels, b eg u n  by  M r. A n th o n y , is h o u se d  in  th e  lab an d  
u tilized  as a teach ing  tool to  explain  h o w  book  construc tion  has 
evolved over the  cen turies. The book  m odels range  from  a 
Coptic sew n  book to a m edieval g ird le book, a lim p vellum  
b ind ing  to  a m o d ern  fine b ind ing .
N ext year will be the  te n th  ann iv ersary  of the  UI C onserva­
tion  Laboratory. W e are n o t su re  w h a t p ro jects w e will be 
und ertak in g , b u t w e are su re  th ey  will com bine aspects of 
h istory , m aterials, craft, a rt, creativity , a n d  patience.
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